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I grew up on the coast of 
central California in a town 
called Cambria. With a short 
‘A’ – not ‘CAYM-BREE-UH’ 
as people driving through 
refer to it. The town has grown 
into a charming satellite north 
of San Luis Obispo, south of 
Big Sur, and west of the Paso 
Robles wine country. The air 
gets so tight and sharp that 
you’d think the town fills with 

snow each winter, but it rarely drops below thirty-eight degrees. 
The town slogan is ‘Pines by the Sea,’ which, I can tell you is true – 
there are great files of evergreens leading up to a vast and moody 
ocean. Like Rome, dare I make the comparison, the town is com-
prised of a number of hills.

Lodge Hill is a dark clot of a place named for the Cambria Pines 
Lodge that presides over the town. The hill is thickly-mossed and 
infested with turkey vultures who roost in the pines. Today I am 
eighty-seven years old and still feel like a lost Gretel while taking 
walks on Lodge Hill. Park Hill gives way to sandstone bluffs and 
a rocky beach, and the homes are coated in salt-lime from the 
ocean. The bluffs are covered in ice plants that resemble countless 
little beaks. I grew up on Happy Hill, which got its name from the 
pink brothel at the bottom of the street.

My family settled in Cambria after a series of moves on account 
of my father’s line of work. He helped build the great roads of 
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California. For much of my younger years, we lived in temporary 
workers’ camp that inched forward as the laborers cobbled the 
highways. We were adjacent to the prisoners’ camp, which housed 
incarcerated men tasked to complete manual labor for the state.

  
me and my father, john brocklebank

When my father paved his chunk of Interstate-5, which runs 
the gut of California through the deserts of Tehachapi, his supe-
riors assigned him to work on Highway 1. I was devastated when 
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I found out that we were leaving our nomadic lives in the desert, 
but our new locale would prove to be much more picturesque. 
Highway 1 snakes the coast of California, bending its way to stay 
in sight of the ocean. The temperatures never reached the scorch-
ing heights of towns like Tehachapi and Weaverville, which I had 
called home for the length of my childhood.

Booking Highway 1 gave my father the means to buy a proper 
home for us while he toiled away at the road. At the time, I didn’t 
see the point of buying something as expensive as a house – our 
tents had treated us well so far – but my father insisted. My mother, 
sister, and I moved into our house at the corner of Weymouth and 
Coventry while my father spent his weeks in the workers’ camps, 
returning on Saturdays to visit. Before he walked through the front 
door, my mother would draw a long bath and slip into a red dress 
so that she looked her best for his homecoming. 

 
the cambria house
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Forgive the ramblings of an octogenarian, but much of the 
world has forgotten the magic of a small town. Nowadays, with 
its international airport and 100,000-plus population, people 
consider Burbank a small town outside of Los Angeles. If that’s 
the definition of the term, I don’t know what to call Cambria. I 
was one of four people in my graduating class at high school. The 
town was served by a single grocery store, a single gas station, 
and a single library.

As small as Cambria was, it had the most impressive crown-
piece of any town in California. Perched on the hills of San Sim-
eon, just north of Cambria, was the triumphant castle of the great 
William Randolph Hearst. Mr. Hearst reinvented the print busi-
ness, acquiring and running a number of newspapers and paving 
the way for sensationalist journalism. He also built a castle fit for 
a king atop the hills of San Simeon.

Today, Hearst Castle is a national museum that admits thou-
sands of visitors each year. But when Mr. Hearst lived there, 
the denizens of Cambria, myself included, could only fantasize 
about the scale and splendor of Hearst Castle. From our lowly 
perch by the sea, we could squint out the silhouette of the castle 
atop the northern hills. I heard rumblings that Mr. Hearst had 
assembled a full menagerie – tigers, sloths, antelopes – and that 
they roamed the grounds freely. The art pieces were rumored 
to marvel that of Roman museums, and some people said they 
dined with silver cutlery and ivory dishes. Not once did I expect 
that I’d see the castle up close. But of course, life is inclined to 
surprise.
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hearst castle from san simeon

In a town so small, I didn’t have many friends to choose from, 
but my classmate Freddie was as good as they come. Her mother 
happened to be a telephone operator, fated to manning the 
switchboards at all hours of the day. The only perk of the job was 
that she got to listen in on the calls placed around town. Some 
may call it old-fashioned wiretapping, but Freddie’s mom called 
it entertainment. Her favorite calls were obviously those going in 
and out of Hearst Castle. While listening for gossip on one of her 
shifts, Freddie’s mom uncovered something far more interesting. 
According to her eavesdropping, the castle was desperate for new 
servers. Mind you, this was during the tail end of World War 
II, and it was nearly impossible to find a competent employee 
willing to trek to San Simeon. Knowing that both she and my 
family could use the extra income, Freddie’s mother called the 
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castle to ask if they would hire a pair of high school students for 
the summer.

“By all means!” the housekeeper said. “We’ll send a car for 
them tomorrow.”

We were offered a monthly salary of one hundred dollars, a 
lowly sum…but I was wildly impressed by the perks. Not only 
did we get to eat the castle’s extravagant meals, we got to keep our 
uniforms. The whole deal sounded like the plot of a Bronte sisters 
novel: two poor friends toiling away in an opulent castle for an 
enigmatic mogul. Only fools would balk at such an opportunity 
– and balk we did. Accepting the position meant leaving home 
for a full summer, and young girls are afraid to leave their beds. 
While my mother was incredulous at my hesitation, my father 
responded much more tenderly.

“You know, I’m at my saddest when I leave you on Sunday 
nights. By the time I hit the highway, I’m practically in tears. It 
never gets easier…”

I was baffled. My father never let on any notes of sorrow; I was 
always the sullen one when he motored out of our driveway and 
waved goodbye.

“It’ll never feel like we have enough time together,” he contin-
ued. “But there’s a whole world of work out there. Take my job, 
for instance: Highway 1 isn’t going to build itself. But when it’s 
done, it’ll have traces of Brocklebank blood…all because of the 
hours I spent away from you.” He looked deep into my eyes and 
smiled.

“That castle can’t run itself. It needs you.” And with that, I 
scrounged up the courage to work for Mr. William Randolph Hearst.
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I’ll never forget the raw excitement of pulling up to the castle for 
the first time with Freddie. Never before had I observed the power 
of money. The castle was truly something out of a storybook, fit 
to rival any European cathedral. Amongst the four sectors of the 
castle – Casa Grande, Casa Del Mar, Casa Del Monte, and Casa 
Del Sol – the castle measures about 80,000 square feet. As for the 
grounds, the full estate spanned over 250,000 acres at the height of 
Mr. Hearst’s power. But when we first arrived, Freddie and I didn’t 
have time to marvel at the castle. As we pulled into the driveway, 
we were met by two people of vastly different proportion: a tall, 
bowling pin of a man with thick creases in his face; and a short, 
sturdy woman who wore a perpetual frown. The man was Gregory, 
Mr. Hearst’s personal butler. While sober, Gregory was fit to serve 
a European autocrat, but unfortunately he had a terrible drinking 
problem. I’m sure Gregory was capable of securing a higher-pay-
ing job, but Mr. Hearst’s wine cellar kept him around the castle. It 
was rare to find him without the red blush of alcohol in his cheeks.

His counterpart was none other than Mrs. Riedelsberger, 
the Hearst family’s longstanding housekeeper. Her personality 
matched her name: she was terse, particular, and very German. 
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Mrs. Riedelsberger believed that there was a ‘right’ way to carry 
out every task, and if we didn’t follow her instructions there 
would be hell to pay. It became my secret goal to make Mrs. Rie-
delsberger laugh at least once a day, and I rarely succeeded.

from left to right: freddie, me, and my sister janet

I quickly learned that there’s a staunch difference between run-
ning a house and working a castle. Freddie and I were raised on 
a get-it-done-quickly mantra, where efficacy eclipsed tact. That 
didn’t fly at Hearst Castle. There was a descending order of eat-
ing utensils at each place setting – who knew! – and a precise way 
of creasing bedsheets. Not only did Freddie and I need to make 
the castle shine like a star; we needed to look proper doing it. We 
were servers – not guests. We were part of the castle. That meant 
keeping our voices down and blending into the corners. The more 
invisible we became, the better we were carrying out our duties.
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mr. william randolph hearst

My encounters with Mr. Hearst himself were nothing but 
pleasant and cordial. When I first set eyes on the man, I half-ex-
pected him to be glowing like a saint. I was shocked to observe 
that he didn’t look anything at all like a powerful man…he was 
old and hunched. I particularly remember the terrible tremor of 
his hands. At dinners, when I offered him the gravy ladle, I could 
count on him spilling all over my shirtsleeves. In Mr. Hearst, I 
learned a truth that I hadn’t thought possible: building a castle 
doesn’t make a person immortal.
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mrs. marion davies; mr. hearst’s mistress

Our workdays started at 6 o’clock sharp. It was our job to 
ready the breakfast service for Mr. Hearst and the endless guests 
whom he invited to his personal Eden. We had to make sure 
that each meal met Mr. Hearst’s standards, which were nothing 
less than pristine. There wasn’t a call-time for breakfast – guests 
could stumble into the breakfast room anytime between 6:30 
and noon. As soon as we finished cleaning up one meal, another 
began. Lunch was a massive buffet of fruits, vegetables, and every 
meat you could imagine. But our most important task revolved 
around Mr. Hearst’s formal, nightly dinners. He and his mistress, 
Mrs. Marion Davies, would sit at the center of a mahogany table 
with their guests seated in order of importance. The more pow-
erful they were, the closer they got to sit to Mr. Hearst. The castle 
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chefs served dishes that I never knew existed – pheasant, pork 
belly, beef wellington. Mr. Hearst himself had an affinity for con-
diments, and he always had a tray of sauces in front of his place 
setting. Later, while Freddie and I were scrubbing the china, we 
could always tell which one belonged to Mr. Hearst: his plate had 
crusted gobs of mayonnaise, mustard, and A-1 Sauce.

We were free to spend our evenings however we liked once 
dinner had ended, but most often Freddie and I opted to attend 
Mr. Hearst’s movie screenings in his private theater. After all, 
most of the showings were unreleased films that Mr. Hearst had 
flown in from Hollywood to the castle. Freddie and I would sit 
in the back row of the theater with stars in our eyes and scarcely 
return to our beds before 1 AM.

For as much fun as we had at the castle, nothing can prepare a 
girl for the pains of leaving home for the first time. From our bal-
cony in the maid’s quarters, I remember standing beside Freddie 
in the dark and looking down on our little town. I thought about 
what my mother and sister might be doing and if my father might 
be home at that moment. I thought about my school friends, 
who were eons removed from me. The world seemed so much 
smoother and less real from the top of that hill…as if everyone 
I loved were not people, but figurines. Such is the source of the 
wealthy’s melancholy – an unbridgeable distance between a per-
son and the world.

“People spend their whole lives trying to live on top of a 
mountain this big,” I told Freddie.

“Is it strange that I want to go down?” she answered.
I couldn’t say that I disagreed with her. We had every amenity 
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a girl could dream of in that castle…fresh beds, gourmet food, 
priceless art pinned to the walls. But no matter how impressive 
the grounds were, it wasn’t home.

After a month of working in the castle, Freddie resigned 
and headed back to our little town. I can’t pretend that I wasn’t 
tempted to join her – I missed my family terribly. But something 
within me felt rooted to the castle. I wanted to finish out the sum-
mer. I didn’t expect to feel so lonely once Freddie left. After all, it 
wasn’t like I was working the summer on my own; the castle was 
always filled with a mix of familiar and fresh faces. But I had lost 
my partner, my confidante, and my shoulder to lean on. Gradu-
ally, the castle lost its magic. No longer did I appreciate the ocean 
spreading into oblivion, the grandeur of the rooms, or the rich-
ness of the meals. I faded into the numb fog that smothers most 
employees. Never in a million years would I have guessed that it 
would be Mrs. Riedelsberger who noticed my emptiness. During 
the dead space between breakfast and lunch, I was shocked when 
she approached me in my room.

“What happened to all your annoying jokes?” she asked.
“I guess I ran out.”
“That’s castle fever. Happens to all of us.”
“What’s the cure?” Mrs. Riedelsberger thought for a moment, 

tapping her temple.
“Well, not to say you can’t handle things on your own, but 

we’re technically in need of another server. I think you’ve earned 
the right to choose who we hire.”

“How about my sister?” I asked.
“If she’ll come up the hill, she’s hired.”
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The next week, my poor sister Janet arrived at the castle. She 
was only fourteen years old at the time, but she’s always had a 
stalwart attitude that drives her to accept any challenge. But in 
spite of Janet’s willingness to work, there was a reason that my 
mother called her ‘Devil’s Fingers.’ On her first dinner service, 
she spilled a vial of olive oil smack dab in the center of the dining 
room. Never in my life had I been so mortified.

“Clean it up!” I hissed at her. The two of us fell onto our hands 
and knees and scrubbed the priceless Armenian rug. Without 
looking up, I noticed the shadow of a man closing in on us.

“Need a hand?” Without needing to set eyes on the face, I 
knew that the voice belonged to Van Johnson, the Hollywood 
heartthrob who had starred in a slew of blockbusters. Both Janet 
and I had massive crushes on him. As Mr. Hearst and the other 
visitors scowled and continued their meals, Van Johnson got onto 
all fours and scrubbed the stain with us. I’m sure he never knew 
what that meant to us, but I haven’t forgotten it since. Whenever 
I see a person with a flat tire or a dog without an owner, it’s the 
memory of Van Johnson that makes me stop to help.

I don’t know if it was related to his old age, but somehow Mr. 
Hearst forgave me and Janet for ruining his rug. One evening 
before dinner, his great oval of a face centered upon the two of 
us. He regarded us dryly on the precipice of smile and frown.

“Why don’t you girls take the rest of the night off?”
I can’t speak for Janet, but I wasn’t sure whether he was trying 

to trick us or not. Mr. Hearst was practically unreadable, with 
specter eyes and pursed lips. We curtsied and glided out of the 
dining room.
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“Do you know how to swim?” he added. I spun around and 
found his lips upturned.

“Yes, sir.”
“You’re welcome to take a dip in the Roman Pool if you’d like.”
Of all the castle’s offerings, the Roman Pool was the most for-

bidden. While Mr. Hearst’s Neptune Pool was a massive feat of 
architecture with grand pillars and marble sculptures, the Roman 
Pool was its indoor counterpart reserved for Mr. Hearst’s closest 
guests. Two little girls can only bar their excitement for so long. 
In moments, Janet and I were streaming along the gardens in 
our swimwear. I remember the night feeling breathy, balmy, and 
black. We swung the door wide and stopped in our tracks. I might 
have gasped. The color scheme was an arresting gold and mid-
night-blue, with intricate mosaics and ornamentation. The room 
was a kaleidoscope – the walls so busy and the water so clear. Every 
ripple reverberated sleepily as if the whole room was underwater.

 
the roman pool
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I wish I could say that my sister and I swam an even number of 
gentle laps, making minimal splashes and keeping our hair dry. 
Perhaps we would have done just that if we had a few more years. 
But we were in the dawn of adolescence, and this was our sum-
mer camp. You wouldn’t know it by looking at her – she’s rather 
timid and cricket-small – but my sister Janet could perform quite 
the jackknife back in her day. Within minutes a film of water 
lined every square inch of the marble floor.

“Janet,” I gasped as we took a short break on the curb of the 
pool, “what do you think the golden tiles are made out of?”

My sister gazed into the water as if she were peering through a 
telescope. Adorning the blue floors were golden star-like symbols.

“Do you think…?” she asked dreamily.

•

In my kitchen junk drawer, I have a Ziploc baggie of gold tile 
chips from Mr. William Randolph Hearst’s Roman Pool. The 
plan, of course, was to give the chips to my parents when the 
summer expired, but an anvil of guilt drove me and Janet to hide 
our treasure like pirate queens. Last year, I returned to Hearst 
Castle after seventy-two years. I toured the cottages, the kitchens, 
the grand rooms, and the Roman Pool.

“You’ll notice that some of the gilded tiles are missing,” the 
tour guide announced. “Mr. Hearst must have had some greedy 
guests staying at the castle.”

We all have to leave home, we all have to work, and we all act 
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recklessly at some point or another. That’s what makes life an 
adventure. And isn’t that the point? To have an adventure?

65 years later: the brocklebank  
sisters near cambria, ca


